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Introduction
The Civil War and Reconstruction in Indian Territory

Bradley R. Clampitt

From 1861 to 1865 the American Civil War raged after decades of sectional animosity between North and South, and the fratricidal bloodbath
lives on in the imaginations of countless Americans. The endless public
fascination with the Civil War has prompted one prominent historian
to describe it as “The War That Never Goes Away.”1 One need not be a
native of a former Confederate state to fall spellbound to the tragic “War
for Southern Independence,” and one need not hail from a Northern
state to appreciate the Union’s heroic effort to preserve the nation and
eventually dismantle the abomination of chattel slavery. But where
does that leave individuals who seek to understand the violent conflict
in Indian Territory, a region populated predominantly by people who
were neither Northern nor Southern and indeed were not U.S. citizens?
In recent years scholars have brought a degree of geographical balance
to the study of the war by looking beyond the famed battles and leaders
of the eastern theater and dedicating increased attention to the endless
war in the western and Trans-Mississippi regions.2 This volume continues
that admirable trend and contributes to the relatively sparse scholarly
literature of the Civil War and Reconstruction in Indian Territory.3 The
contributors approach the subject from multiple perspectives in eight
essays that incorporate modern scholarship and interpretations into
a readable narrative designed for students and scholars alike.
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The Civil War began forty-six years before Oklahoma statehood,
but the ravages of war transcended political distinctions such as statehood.
The residents of what was then known as Indian Territory experienced
the horrors of civil war as vividly as almost any other population. So,
when historians and students consider the region’s role in the Civil War,
do they think first of individuals who remained loyal to the United States
or those who struggled for Southern independence? Perhaps the answer
should be “Neither.” Instead, the conflict in Indian Territory presents
a unique interpretive framework, what one might call a series of “wars
within a war.” The American Indian population waged its own wars
for independence, and indeed survival, within what began as someone
else’s fight. That quest for sovereignty most accurately frames the story
of the Civil War in Indian Territory. The war witnessed brutal conflicts within and between Indian nations and tribes, numerous battles
that involved Union and Confederate military forces, and debilitating
struggles for civilians on the home front. It left a legacy in the region
as bitter as that experienced almost anywhere in the country. The story
of the Indians’ Civil War also serves as a reminder that history is rarely
about heroes and villains and that people in history frequently defy
simple categorization.
Relative to the war’s primary theaters of operations and the economic and political centers of the Union and the Confederacy, wartime
Indian Territory must be considered remote and sparsely populated.
Approximately seventy thousand individuals resided primarily in the
territory’s eastern half on lands claimed by Native American groups
now known as the Five Nations—Chickasaws, Choctaws, Creeks (Muscogees), Seminoles, and Cherokees—who had been forcibly relocated
from the southeastern United States decades earlier. The Chickasaw
Nation occupied the south-central portion of the territory immediately
west of the Choctaw Nation, which covered the southeastern corner of
the region. Creeks and Seminoles claimed tracts of land near the center
of the territory, while the Cherokee Nation possessed the northeastern
portion. Smaller reserve groups and members of Plains tribes occupied
2
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the western portions of the territory, and a few other tribes lived on
small tracts adjacent to the Cherokee Nation.4
Each of the Five Nations’ governments had evolved during the decades
between removal and the Civil War. Although some variation existed
between the nations, by the time of the war, the Cherokees, Chickasaws,
Choctaws, and Creeks had instituted republican governments similar
to that of the United States with elected executives and assemblies. The
Cherokees, Choctaws, and Creeks designated their executives principal chiefs, while the Chickasaws referred to their leader as governor.
The Seminole Nation operated a more localized government, in part
because of a lack of funding from their federal treaties that might have
financed more significant government restructuring. Among the Seminoles a chief led each town, and a general council governed the nation
overall. Each nation in the eastern half of the territory and the tribes
who resided near the Wichita Agency in the western portion received
annual payments from the federal government. Indian agents employed
by the United States supervised payments, enforced treaty provisions,
and served as liaisons between the federal government and Indian
nations and tribes.5
The territory attracted the attention of Union and Confederate officials
who hoped that the region might provide resources that they could ship
to more important locations east of the Mississippi River, but claims that
the two belligerents desperately sought to control an Indian Territory
rich in resources exaggerate reality. In that regard what Indian Territory
offered paled in comparison with the resources found in other contested
border grounds such as Kentucky. Two other factors—geography and
the question of the Indian population’s allegiance—contributed far
more to the territory’s significance. Its location made Indian Territory
potentially important and placed its residents in a precarious situation.
Union-controlled Kansas bordered the territory to the north, while the
Confederate states of Texas and Arkansas loomed to the south and east,
respectively. To the northeast, Missouri included residents with divided
loyalties. A Confederate-controlled Indian Territory might serve as a
introduction
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military buffer zone to protect the more important Texas and could
potentially provide a base of operations for Confederate invasions of
Kansas or even the rich gold fields of Colorado. Conversely, Union
officials viewed the territory as a buffer to protect those regions and as
a potential highway of invasion to Texas. Therefore, simple geography
increased the likelihood of competition for control of Indian Territory and virtually guaranteed the involvement of the region’s Native
American population in the conflict.6
Neither belligerent could realistically assume that the Indian nations
and tribes sympathized with its cause. Union officials could hardly
be surprised if Indian leaders exhibited no great affection for the U.S.
Army. Confederate officials certainly recognized that the southeastern
states bore great responsibility for the removal of the Five Nations to
Indian Territory decades earlier and that several tribes in the western portions of Indian Territory understandably harbored resentment
toward the residents of Texas, who had forcibly removed them to the
territory in more recent years. Still, because Union and Confederate
officials displayed interest in Indian Territory, Indian leaders needed
to be concerned about the looming war.
Neutrality therefore appeared virtually impossible and was perhaps
ill advised anyway because the war threatened to envelop the Indians’
homelands. Perhaps the Indians’ best course of action was to enter the
war on their own terms. The vast majority of the residents of Indian
Territory chose a side, but they did so for myriad reasons unique to
their own experience, not necessarily out of affection for the Union
or the Confederacy. Old grievances made a united front unlikely, and
each group acted individually, with most leaders motivated by what
they considered the best course of action for their people.
Of course the Native American occupants of the region as a whole
proved neither ardent Confederates nor staunch Unionists. Most supported the Confederacy, some chose the Union, a relative few changed
allegiance during the war, and others at least attempted to remain neutral.
Beyond the fundamental desire to take the course of action deemed best
4
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for their respective people, numerous concerns factored into the groups’
decisions. Existing treaties with the United States and dependence upon
the federal government for a degree of financial support and reliance
upon its military for physical security motivated some to remain loyal
to the Union, while resentment of the United States, a genuine belief
in the propriety of slavery, and a stronger cultural connection with the
American South motivated others to support the Confederacy.7
Members of the Chickasaw, Choctaw, Cherokee, and Creek Nations
collectively owned approximately seventy-seven hundred slaves. The
plantation culture among those four nations strongly resembled that
of white Southerners to the south and east of the territory. Similar to
legislation in slaveholding states in the American South, laws in the
Indian nations restricted the education of slaves and severely punished
those who attempted to escape. However, one distinct characteristic
emerged in the Indian Territory version of the Southern plantation
complex. Native planters followed the traditional custom of communal
use of land beyond individual plantations. Indian planters valued and
protected their private property as much as any white landowner, but
as one historian described it, “An Indian citizen could clear, improve,
fence, and cultivate as much land as he wished, provided he did not
interfere with his neighbor’s holdings.”8 (In chapter 3 of this collection,
Brad Agnew discusses the role of slavery in the conflict among members
of the Five Nations and explains what prompted certain groups and
individuals to support the Union.)
In addition to questions of security, money, legal obligations, and
slavery, potential threats to continued possession of Indian lands
concerned leaders of the Five Nations. An 1860 speech by Republican
William H. Seward, who would become Abraham Lincoln’s secretary of
state, alarmed many Indian leaders. Seward pointed to American expansion into western lands as the key to suppressing the intense sectional
conflict and called for yet another relocation of Native Americans to
clear the way for white settlement. Therefore, while a Republican victory in the presidential election of 1860 likely promised an end to the
introduction
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expansion of slavery into the western territories, it guaranteed absolutely
nothing to the inhabitants of Indian Territory. For all of these reasons,
the Civil War would explode into more than simply a “white man’s war.”9
Indeed, events far and near in the spring of 1861 presented thousands with the reality of civil war. The famous events at Fort Sumter,
South Carolina, in April and Lincoln’s subsequent call for volunteers
to suppress the rebellion forced the hand of the eight slave states that
had not seceded in the aftermath of the presidential election of 1860.
Four states—Missouri, Kentucky, Maryland, and Delaware—remained
officially loyal to the Union, while the other four—Virginia, North Carolina, Tennessee, and Arkansas—seceded and joined the Confederacy.
Meanwhile, activities in and near Indian Territory in April 1861 more
immediately affected the course of the war there. As war loomed that
spring, Federal soldiers occupied three forts in the territory and Fort
Smith, just across the Arkansas border. Fort Smith served as a supply
depot to the three other posts, which helped to protect the Five Nations
from raiding Plains tribes, who considered the Five Nations invaders.
Fort Washita stood in the southeastern portion of the Chickasaw
Nation, about sixty miles southeast of Fort Arbuckle. Farther west,
Fort Cobb was located in present-day Caddo County, approximately
forty miles north of present-day Lawton. Fort Cobb supplied the nearby
Wichita Agency, which served a number of small bands that had been
removed from Texas, including Wichitas, Caddos, Anadarkos, Penateka
Comanches, and others and protected them against bands of Comanches, Kiowas, and Kickapoos.10
After a sequence of orders that initially called for the concentration
of Federal forces at Fort Washita, Union officers ultimately ordered the
evacuation of the military posts in the territory, thus leaving the Five
Nations without the military protection guaranteed them by treaties
with the United States. From the American perspective, this action did
not represent a calculated decision to abandon Indians. Union officials
ordered the evacuation of military posts elsewhere in areas threatened

6
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by Confederates and considered the soldiers’ presence in the East more
important.11
Not surprisingly, however, some Native Americans considered the
evacuation tantamount to abandonment by the United States. The withdrawal of Union soldiers certainly cleared the way for Confederate
diplomats who sought to form official alliances with the Five Nations
and other groups within the territory. Considering conditions in Indian
Territory in 1861, the cultural connections between many members of
the Five Nations and the Southern states, and the perception that the
federal government had abandoned them, it is hardly surprising that
most members of the Five Nations cast their lot with the Confederacy.12
An even simpler point should not be overlooked—in the minds of many
Native Americans, the Confederacy offered at least the opportunity to
fight for the lands supposedly reserved for Indians.
What followed that historic spring brought years of tragedy and
bloodshed to Indian Territory. In chapter 1 of this volume, Richard B.
McCaslin chronicles the military narrative of the Civil War in Indian
Territory and in the process establishes invaluable context for the other
essays in the collection. McCaslin explicates the nuanced conflicts that
blurred the lines of battle and created and destroyed fleeting alliances.
He narrates the battles and campaigns of Indian Territory, explains
their significance within the region, places the results within the larger
context of the war, and situates the territory within the Trans-Mississippi
theater specifically. The military events exacerbated existing conflicts
within and between nations and tribes, struggles that often proved as
severe as those between the Union and Confederacy. McCaslin illustrates
how these conflicts played out on the field of battle and demonstrates
that both Union and Confederate war efforts suffered from crippling
command failures and personal rivalries among leaders.
Though the Union and the Confederacy competed for control of the
territory and the allegiance of its residents, both ultimately abandoned
serious interest in the region after the midpoint of the war. None of the
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military activity in the territory significantly affected the outcome of
the war, and neither the military campaigns nor the civilian suffering
proved especially urgent to officials in Richmond or Washington. In
fact, with certain exceptions, both the Union and Confederate governments largely ignored the region and its inhabitants after the Union
secured control of the Mississippi River in 1863. Still, as McCaslin and
others in this volume demonstrate, the war raged on in the territory
and transformed the lives of thousands there regardless of waning
interest among officials to the east. Indians and whites on both sides
and black Union soldiers fought battles and skirmishes, while Stand
Watie gained a degree of recognition for his exploits in guerilla warfare
on behalf of those Cherokees who supported the Confederacy. Civilians suffered intensely at the hands of forces on both sides and because
neither government adequately provided for Indians.13
Indeed, the battles and campaigns described in McCaslin’s essay
brought terror and suffering to the territory’s home front. Clarissa Confer examines the experience of civilians—Indian, white, and black—in
Indian Territory and illustrates the uncertainty of life in a border region
caught between two belligerent powers. Civilians found themselves
in the direct path of military actions from the outset of the war, and
many fled the territory in search of security, while others lacked the
basic resources necessary to relocate. Left to fend for themselves against
armies from both sides, as well as irregular forces and outlaws, men,
women, and children suffered from a range of material deprivations,
including shortages of food, clothing, and shelter. As with the military
conflict, the struggles of the home front widened existing chasms among
noncombatants within the Five Nations. As Confer explains, the chronic
lack of stability and security plagued the residents of Indian Territory
long after the war.
The brutality of civil war divided Native Americans just as it fissured
North and South. That crisis of division began with the important decision of which side to support and continued through years of tragedy
and devastation wrought by warfare. Brad Agnew closely examines the
8
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Five Nations’ decision making, experiences, and perspectives during the
Civil War era, beginning with his assessment that the decades between
removal and the war do not represent a “golden age” in Five Nations
history. Serious rifts remained within the nations after removal, and
the divisions were only exacerbated by the rise of Christianity among
the communities and the escalation of tensions related to slavery. The
1840s and 1850s brought immediate threat to the lands supposedly
reserved to the nations in the form of cattle drives and railroads. Agnew
delineates the complex disputes between the nations and within individual communities and adroitly explains the motivations for each
group in their formation of alliances during the Civil War. Agnew’s
essay is particularly enlightening for its analysis of the multifaceted
motives and actions of Cherokee leader John Ross. Ultimately, Agnew
concludes that the war, Reconstruction, and the influx of outsiders into
the territory further undermined Indian sovereignty and resulted in the
greatest tragedy to befall the Five Nations since initial European contact.
Meanwhile, inhabitants of Indian Territory outside the Five Nations
survived their own trials of the Civil War. F. Todd Smith focuses his
essay on the experiences of the Plains tribes who resided at the Wichita
Agency in the western portion of the territory. Smith chronicles the
often-overlooked story of the western tribes’ arrival in Indian Territory
shortly before the Civil War and demonstrates that these individuals
suffered as much as their counterparts in the eastern half of the territory and, like the Five Nations, responded to the crisis of civil war in
myriad ways. Smith explains that before the war, agency tribes found
themselves “between two fires,” with hostile Texans on one side and
Comanches and Kiowas on the other. The Civil War introduced a “third
fire” in the form of the contest between the Union and the Confederacy
and those belligerents’ competition for the agency tribes’ allegiance.
Thus the residents of the Wichita Agency and those Comanches who
signed the treaties clearly did so out of concern for their own well-being
rather than as a display of affection for the new Confederacy. During the
remainder of the conflict, some agency tribes fled to Union-controlled
introduction
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Kansas, others attempted to persevere in western Indian Territory,
and still others searched for independence away from either belligerent. Smith scrutinizes the relationship between the agency tribes and
the Confederacy, an association that proved short lived because the
Confederacy could not adequately provide for the tribes and because
the Indian leaders did not trust their new allies to protect them from
Texans. The agency tribes’ struggles continued after the war when the
federal government forced them to share their lands with other tribes,
including their traditional enemies.
Thus when the war ended in 1865, it proved a mixed blessing to the
residents of Indian Territory. Peace and stability eventually returned,
but the war’s end also meant surrender negotiations and yet another
round of treaties with the federal government. As the war’s closing scenes
played out, Confederate-allied Indians, Plains Indians, and Confederate
officials held an important conference May 25–27 at Camp Napoleon,
near the Washita River and present-day Verden, Oklahoma. Confederate officials sought peaceful relations with all Native groups and vowed
to honor Indian demands for the right to surrender their own forces.
Confederate Indians also turned their attention to their postwar fate.
Before the meeting, Choctaw principal chief Peter P. Pitchlynn revealed
those concerns and expressed the Confederate Indians’ position when
he insisted upon separate surrenders for Indian forces, “that we may
be enabled to take steps for our own safety and welfare.”14
Thus events at Camp Napoleon, perhaps more than any other event,
illustrate the Indians’ ongoing search for sovereignty and their attempt
to protect their interests during what began as someone else’s war. The
delegates pledged peace between the Plains tribes and the Confederateallied Indians. Indeed, the authors of the remarkable document known
as the Camp Napoleon Compact chose for their motto “An Indian shall
not spill an Indian’s blood” and promised, “The tomahawk shall be forever buried. The scalping knife shall be forever broken.” The compact
features dramatic and emblematic language that lamented the decline
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of the Indian populations and placed some of the blame squarely on
Indian shoulders. Delegates called for a united front among all Indians
in an attempt to protect themselves against their common enemies.15
During the next several weeks, all Confederate Indian forces surrendered. If Indian leaders still pondered their postwar fate, U.S. emissaries
cleared up those uncertainties at a meeting with representatives of the
Five Nations and other groups at Fort Smith, Arkansas, in September.
Because the Indians had made war against the United States, proclaimed
the American envoys, they forfeited all rights and expectations from
previous treaties. Nations and tribes would be expected to make peace
with each other and with the United States, abolish slavery, surrender
portions of their lands for the relocation of other Natives into Indian
Territory, and submit to a policy that united all Indian groups in the
territory under one government. Federal officials made no distinction
between Natives who had supported the rebellion and those who had
not. Indian delegates understandably rejected the terms and refused
to conclude an official settlement at Fort Smith, though all eventually
negotiated Reconstruction treaties with the federal government. Though
some tribes fared better than others in negotiations, those Reconstruction treaties essentially made official most of the American demands
announced at Fort Smith and enumerated exactly how much land each
Indian nation or tribe would cede.16
Those bitter postwar years are the focus of Christopher B. Bean’s
essay on Reconstruction in Indian Territory. Bean chronicles the negotiations between Native American representatives and federal officials
and assesses the motives, actions, and successes and failures of each.
Federal officials sought to open the region to white settlement, while
consolidating Indian governments under congressional rule and taking
a significant early step toward the policy of assimilation. Interestingly,
Bean demonstrates in detail that resultant treaties varied based on Indian
negotiation strategies. Rather than provide a well-ordered postscript
to the war, the Reconstruction years witnessed the continuation of

introduction
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antebellum and wartime conflicts with railroad companies and other
territorial outsiders and ever-widening rifts between Indian progressives and traditionalists.
The most controversial battle to emerge during the Reconstruction
years in Indian Territory remains contentious today—what would be
the fate of the Indian nations’ former slaves? Linda W. Reese expertly
examines the intense and sometimes violent struggle between Indian
nation members and freedpeople and demonstrates that, like most
issues with the war era in Indian Territory, no simple conclusion applies
to every community. Federal officials expected the Indian nations to
grant full rights of citizenship to their former slaves, a proposal many
leaders and members vehemently opposed. While Native officials verbally sparred with federal representatives in Washington, Indians and
freedpeople waged a brutal conflict in Indian Territory. Both Union- and
Confederate-affiliated Indian nations endeavored to limit the rights
of freedpeople, in some cases even calling for, ironically, the removal
of former slaves to segregated areas within the territory. Freedpeople
encountered the greatest difficulty and daily uncertainty in the Choctaw
and Chickasaw Nations.
The modern continuation of that controversy highlights the importance of public memory of the Civil War, a subject that has garnered
much attention from scholars during recent years. Amanda CobbGreetham examines memories of Creek and Cherokee women of the war
period as recorded in the Indian-Pioneer Papers and places that project
in the context of the growing scholarly literature on historical memory.
The accounts focus on the difficulties of daily life, material conditions,
struggles for food and shelter, and the survivors’ return to destroyed
homes and devastated landscapes more so than on the war’s political
causes and consequences or its transformative effects on the country.
The women’s memories also lend individual voices and perspectives to
the larger issues addressed in other essays within this collection.
In an insightful essay that approaches Civil War memory from a
modern angle, Whit Edwards lends his expertise in the area of public
12
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or applied history and examines commemoration of the war in Indian
Territory. Edwards explains where and how the general populace often
learns about the conflict in light of its relative obscurity in textbooks
and public school curricula. Public historians grapple with the challenge
of making the war relevant and accessible to a general audience and
to that end employ numerous methodologies. Edwards explains that
historical reenactments have emerged as an effective forum through
which to inform individuals about the war and to encourage them to
pursue further research. Reenactments communicate human dimensions of the conflict in ways that statues and memorials cannot convey.
The diverse population and myriad dimensions of the war in Indian
Territory present public historians with unique challenges in their quest
to commemorate the war in the territory and to communicate with
a large audience the important questions examined throughout this
collection.
In the end, Native Americans’ determined but problematic pursuit
of sovereignty best illustrates the distinctive character of the Civil War
and Reconstruction in Indian Territory. Although the territory was
geographically similar to border regions such as Missouri and Kentucky,
the residents of those states were U.S. citizens who shared their national
and cultural identities with other citizens in the North or the South
or both. While some Native Americans exhibited genuine loyalties to
either the Union or the Confederacy, they were not U.S. citizens, and
the protection of their own people understandably motivated them
more than any other factor. They found themselves fighting to protect
a precarious position as semi-independent nations with the unusual
dual status of communities distinct from the American citizenry yet
legally considered wards of the federal government.
Unfortunately for Native Americans in Indian Territory, the Civil
War presented a threat to their sovereignty more than an opportunity
to secure it. A Union victory delivered only a step backward from true
independence, while a Confederate victory portended the unknown,
though at the very least it would have further divided Indian peoples and
introduction
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prolonged slavery within the Indian nations. Ultimately that paradox
demonstrates yet another in the long list of tragedies associated with the
Civil War. The Indian nations almost certainly stood to gain nothing
from their participation, yet neutrality proved unrealistic for groups of
quasi-independent peoples caught between two powerful belligerents.
Still, the Indian participants for the most part were not innocent bystanders. They played an active role in their theater of the war, and for that
the Union victors punished them severely during Reconstruction. The
disastrous dimension of Reconstruction in Indian Territory was not
that the Confederate-allied Indians were punished. They had fought an
armed rebellion against the United States, and for that they expected
and received punishment. The great transgression was that the federal
government treated all Natives in the same manner and punished even
those who chose not to support the Confederacy. Moreover, as Bean’s
essay demonstrates, in the long term the U.S. government penalized the
Confederate-allied Indians more severely than it punished the residents
of the eleven former Confederate states.
The same U.S. government that waged a heroic war effort to preserve
the nation and destroy slavery perpetrated the moral crimes of the
Indian Reconstruction treaties. Some of the same Indian groups who
fought courageously to protect the interests of their peoples switched
sides when it proved convenient, Indians on both sides owned slaves,
and certain Indian participants willfully endeavored to preserve chattel
slavery. The story of the Civil War in Indian Territory is one of shades
of gray rather than black and white or heroes and villains.
The eight essays that follow examine this nuanced story of layered
conflicts within the larger war from multiple angles. These include the
military front and the home front, the experiences of the Five Nations
and those of the agency tribes in the western portion of the territory,
the severe conflicts between Native Americans and the federal government and between Indian nations and their former slaves during and
beyond the Reconstruction years, and the concept of memory through
the lenses of Native American oral traditions and the modern craft of
14
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public history. The essays are carefully crafted to provide accessible
summaries and analyses of the subject matter for students, general
readers, and scholars. In an attempt to preserve the readability of the
essays yet provide materials useful to scholars and those who wish to
pursue further research, the authors have provided detailed sources
and have restricted historiographical dialogue to the endnotes. It is
our hope that this collection provides a crossroads of sorts for scholars
and especially students interested in the Civil War, Native American
history, and Oklahoma history.
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